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Chileans went to the polls Oct. 29 to elect 341 mayors and 1,783 city councilors. In the first elections
since President Ricardo Lagos narrowly defeated rightist candidate Joaquin Lavin in a runoff for
the presidency in January, voters generally supported Lagos' government by electing his governing
Concertacion coalition's candidates in most municipal elections. The right-wing opposition also
scored some impressive victories, especially in Santiago.
The Concertacion has been in power for ten years, since former dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet
(1973-1990) stepped down in 1990. Gasoline prices and public transportation fares have risen
repeatedly since Lagos took office in March. But despite the slow economic recovery, high
unemployment, and a scandal involving excessive severance payments (see NotiSur, 2000-10-27), the
Concertacion retains strong support.
Final official figures for the municipal elections: * Concertacion coalition - 52.11%: - Partido
Democracia Cristiana (PDC) - 21.6% - Partido Socialista (PS) - 11.28% - Partido por la Democracia
(PPD) - 11.40% - Partido Radical Social Democrata (PRSD) - 5.41% * - Alianza por Chile (rightist
opposition) - 40.1%: - Renovacion Nacional (RN) - 15.56% - Union Democrata Independiente (UDI) 15.91% - Independientes (within the Alianza) - 8.62% * - Partido Comunista (PCCh) - 4.19% * - Pacto
Humanistas y Ecologistas - 0.93% * - Pacto Centro Centro - 1.21% * - Independientes - 1.44%.
The municipal elections solidified the bipartisan system in Chile and weakened the smaller parties,
whose combined vote was only 7.8% of the total, and all of the smaller parties took fewer votes than
they did in the last elections.
Independent pollster Marta Lagos, not related to the president, cautioned that the results are not a
good basis to judge support for the administration or predict future voting. "Lagos' government has
been in office for only seven months, so this election does not allow you to really evaluate it," she
said. "Next year's congressional election will be a better barometer."

Something for everyone
Both the Concertacion and the right-wing Alianza found reasons to claim victory. While the Alianza
por Chile touts its improvement compared with the 1996 municipal elections, the Concertacion
prefers to compare the results with the last presidential elections. In the December 1999 first round
of the presidential election, Lagos won 48% of the vote, while Lavin took 47.5%. Concertacion
leaders say, therefore, that their support has increased, while the Alianza's support has declined. In
the 1996 municipal elections, the Concertacion won 56.1% of valid votes and most municipal posts,
while the Alianza won 32.5% of the vote.
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The Alianza has raised its number of mayoral seats to 163 from 129. The Concertacion still holds a
majority of the 341 mayoral posts, but its total declined by at least 26 seats. The Concertacion took
22 of the 31 largest cities in the country. Nevertheless, the right-wing opposition won several key
races, including the Santiago mayoral race. Alianza candidate Joaquin Lavin capitalized on the
Concertacion's inability to reduce unemployment, now at 10.7%, and on the scandal involving hefty
severance packages to some officials who left their jobs at government-owned companies. Lavin
took 61% of the votes against 29% for Marta Larraechea, wife of former President Eduardo Frei
(1994-2000).
Results throughout the Santiago metropolitan area showed a significant shift toward the centerright. The Alianza won 61.8% of the total vote in the capital, an improvement both on the 28% it
received in the 1996 municipal elections and also on the 51.6% Lavin won in Santiago in the second
round of the presidential elections in January. Alianza mayoral candidates were elected in 30 of the
capital's 52 districts, including the largest, La Florida. Alianza candidates also won the mayoral races
in Concepcion, the third-largest city, and in Arica, although the right had an unexpected loss in Vina
del Mar.

Lavin well-positioned for next presidential elections
Lavin pointed out that, for the first time in Chile, the mayor of Santiago will not be from the party of
the president. But in accepting his victory, he promised Lagos his collaboration. "I want to be your
real partner to solve the problems of the Chileans. When life closes one door for us, it always opens
a window, and Santiago is going to be my window," said Lavin, referring to his narrow loss to Lagos
in the January runoff for the presidency. Lavin's victory in Santiago could set the stage for a second
presidential bid. He said national results showed that "people have envisioned an alternative future
government for Chile."
Following its encouraging showing in the municipal elections, the Alianza unveiled its long-term
strategy with an eye on the 2006 presidential elections. The Alianza said it wants its newly elected
mayors to implement common policies across Chile, and particularly in Santiago and its suburbs,
to present a visible alternative to government policies. The center-right hopes that successfully
implementing Alianza policies at local levels will convince voters that their program is viable
nationally.

President to focus on jobs
Following the elections, the 61-year-old Lagos, who has received 60% support among Chileans
in recent polls, thanked "all those Chileans who have supported the coalition backing my
government." He said he would work "side by side" with all the country's mayors, including those
from the right, to address the nation's most pressing problems.
The results oblige the Concertacion to "respond with work and perseverance" and "to make a
greater effort to tackle the problems of the country," said Lagos. "I want to say to the Chileans
who don't have jobs that we will make overcoming joblessness our priority. They can count on the
efforts of those who have been elected today and of the government." On Oct. 31, Lagos announced
a plan to combat unemployment, using a special US$175 million fund. The fund, to be financed
with monies allocated in the 2001 budget, will create jobs in public works and other areas. [Sources:
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Notimex, 10/29/00; Reuters, 10/27/00, 10/30/00; Associated Press, Spanish news service EFE, 10/29/00,
10/30/00; Chip News (Chile), La Tercera (Chile), The Miami Herald, 10/30/00; El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), 10/30/00, 10/31/00; CNN, 10/31/00]
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